

  [image: Cover]




volkan atakan

“Masks That We Wear: A Journey from Birth to Old Age”





  

  Copyright © 2025 by volkan atakan


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        1. Prologue: The Real Us, Without Masks
        
      

    
    


  




  
  1

  
  
  Prologue: The Real Us, Without Masks

  
  




Who are we when we shed all our masks? When no one is watching, when there are no roles to play, no expectations to meet, no fears to conceal? In those rare moments when we stand alone with ourselves, we confront our true essence—vulnerable, bold, raw, like an unpolished stone. This prologue is an invitation to look into the mirror, stripped of facades, and ask: Who am I, really? And why is it so hard to remain ourselves in a world that constantly demands new masks?

We are born without masks. A newborn is a blank slate, untouched by shame or pretense. Their cries, laughter, and curiosity are unfiltered, free from the lens of social norms. But from our earliest years, we begin to learn the art of masquerade. Parents, teachers, friends, society—they all, often unconsciously, teach us how to behave to be accepted. “Don’t cry,” “Be polite,” “Smile, even when you’re sad”—these words, like the first strokes of paint, form the masks we wear. Over time, we become masters of this craft, switching faces depending on the stage: at home, at work, among friends, or in solitude. Yet somewhere beneath these layers remains that same child—authentic, unmasked. How do we find them again? And is it worth trying?

Masks are not just a way to hide. They are a means of survival in a complex world. Psychologists suggest that social roles help us adapt, connect, and protect our vulnerabilities. Carl Jung, the Swiss psychologist, introduced the concept of the “persona”—the mask we wear to interact with society. It’s not a lie but a tool, allowing us to be both ourselves and part of the world. But what happens when we grow too accustomed to the mask? When it fuses to our face, and we forget who lies beneath? This book is a journey through the masks we wear from birth to old age, exploring how they shape us, shield us, and sometimes distance us from ourselves.

Picture a theater. Life is the stage, and we are actors, changing costumes and masks for each new role. In childhood, we play innocent heroes; in youth, rebels or dreamers; in adulthood, responsible workers; and in old age, wise sages or keepers of stories. Each mask serves a purpose: shielding us from judgment, helping us win love, achieve success, or simply endure a tough day. But backstage, in the quiet of the dressing room, we are left alone with ourselves. In that moment of truth, we ask: Who am I without these roles?

Anna’s story, a 35-year-old teacher, illustrates this struggle. By day, she is a strict mentor, the embodiment of confidence and order. Her students see her as an authority, her colleagues as a professional. But at home, as she sheds her “teacher” mask, Anna feels an emptiness. She confesses she no longer knows where her role ends and she begins. Her story is not unique. Many of us live in constant tension, balancing who we appear to be with who we long to be. This tension is the price of the masks we wear.

Yet masks are not only a burden—they are a gift. In ancient Greece, actors donned masks to embody gods, heroes, or monsters. The mask allowed them to become something greater than themselves. In African rituals, masks transformed a person into a conduit for spirits, connecting them to the eternal. Even today, in the age of social media, we craft digital masks—idealized versions of ourselves. These personas allow us to experiment, try new roles, and discover ourselves through play. Masks are not lies; they are a way to tell our story to a world that isn’t always ready to accept us as we are.

Psychology confirms: masks are part of our nature. Studies show that people who adapt their behavior to different situations often succeed in careers and relationships. But there’s a catch—wearing masks for too long can lead to emotional burnout. When we pretend for too long, we lose touch with ourselves. It’s like wearing a heavy costume that restricts movement. Eventually, we start to suffocate.

This book is not about discarding masks. That’s neither possible nor necessary. Instead, it offers a journey: from the first masks of childhood to the wise visages of old age. We’ll explore how masks help us grow, protect ourselves, love, and survive. But we’ll also peek behind the curtain, to where our true self resides. Through stories, reflections, and examples, we’ll seek to understand how to balance masks with authenticity, to live a full, meaningful life.

Some say that to be without a mask is to be free. But is it truly freedom? To stand fully exposed is like standing naked in a crowd. Masks offer us shelter, letting us choose what to reveal and what to keep sacred. The question isn’t how to cast off our masks, but how to wear them consciously—knowing when to remove them and when they serve us best. This book is a map for those seeking balance between their true self and the roles life demands.

Yet, for all the protection masks provide, we often feel their weight. They can become a cage if we forget what lies beneath. Take Mark, a 42-year-old manager at a major company. At work, he is the picture of confidence: sharp decisions, a steady voice, a perfectly pressed suit. His colleagues admire his composure, but at home, Mark confesses to his wife that he feels like an actor playing someone else’s part. He fears that removing his mask would reveal weakness. Mark is not alone. Many of us wear our masks so long they become a second skin, and taking them off feels like a betrayal—of ourselves or others.

Why is it so hard to go unmasked? The answer lies in our social nature. We are creatures of community, where acceptance by others often outweighs self-acceptance. Sociologist Erving Goffman, in his book The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, likened us to actors performing for an audience. We adapt, adjust, and conform to the expectations of family, friends, and colleagues. This isn’t hypocrisy—it’s a way to build bridges between ourselves and the world. But Goffman warned: if we lose ourselves in the performance, we risk disappearing behind the facade.

Psychology offers another lens. Donald Winnicott’s concept of the “false self” shows how, from childhood, we learn to craft personas that please others. It begins with a desire to win our parents’ love and grows into a need to meet society’s standards—to be successful, strong, perfect. Yet deep within lies the “true self”—the part of us that feels, dreams, and fears. Accessing it requires courage. To shed a mask is to risk misunderstanding, rejection, vulnerability.

Cultural traditions reveal that masks are not just a modern phenomenon. In Japanese Noh theater, actors don wooden masks to embody gods, demons, or lost souls. These masks are more than props—they transcend the human, touching something divine. In African rituals, masks transform a person into a conduit between the human and spiritual realms. Even in Venice’s carnivals, masks grant a fleeting night of freedom from societal chains. These examples remind us: masks don’t just conceal—they can unveil hidden parts of ourselves.

Today, masks take new forms. Social media is a modern masquerade, where we curate photos, words, and filters to craft an idealized self. Studies show that 60% of social media users admit to posting only what garners approval. We don the masks of the “happy person,” the “successful professional,” or the “perfect parent.” But behind this facade often lurk doubts, exhaustion, and the fear of falling short. Social media, like a theater, gives us a stage—but it also makes us feel that without a mask, we’re not enough.

Yet masks are not the enemy. They are tools that help us navigate life’s turbulent waters. Consider the woman who wears a mask of confidence at a crucial meeting, despite inner doubts. Or the teenager who hides insecurity behind a bold style to feel stronger. Masks give us time and space to understand ourselves before we’re ready to bare our truth. They are armor, shielding us until we find our inner strength.

But there’s a danger. If we wear a mask too long, we may forget how to remove it. Psychological research shows that chronically suppressing emotions to fit roles can lead to depression and burnout. We start living for others, losing touch with what matters to us. That’s why moments without masks—with loved ones, in solitude, through creativity—are vital. These moments are like a breath, bringing us back to life.

This book is not a call to abandon masks. That would be as impractical as going without clothes on a cold day. Instead, it invites you to explore how masks shape us at every stage of life. We’ll see how a child learns roles to earn love, how a teenager dons a rebel’s mask to find themselves, how an adult balances duty and dreams, and how, in old age, we decide whether to keep or shed our masks. Through stories, psychological insights, and cultural parallels, we’ll uncover how masks both aid and obscure us.

To be unmasked isn’t the end goal. It’s a journey—a process of learning to be honest with ourselves while engaging with the world. Our true self isn’t a fixed essence but a living, evolving part of us that grows alongside us. Masks aren’t lies; they’re a way to tell our story until we’re ready to reveal more. This book is about finding balance, so masks serve us rather than rule us.

And so, we stand at the threshold of this journey. Before us lies a life filled with masks, each reflecting a piece of who we are. We’ll explore them, try them on, take them off, to understand who we truly are. This book isn’t about discarding masks—it’s about learning to wear them lightly, removing them when the time comes and donning them when needed. It’s about the courage to be ourselves in a world that constantly asks us to be someone else. Let’s begin this masquerade, knowing that beneath every mask lies something unique, authentic, and infinitely precious—ourselves.



Chapter 1: Childhood — Masks of Innocence and Play

Childhood is the time when we first try on masks. They are still light, almost weightless, woven from innocence, curiosity, and a desire to please the grown-up world. These are our first steps in the masquerade of life, where we learn to play roles to be accepted, loved, and seen. The masks of childhood are not deception but a way to explore the world while protecting our fragile, forming selves. In this chapter, we delve into how children don these masks of innocence and play, how they help them adapt, and how they lay the foundation for all the roles we will play throughout life.

Picture a child gazing at the world with wide, wondering eyes. They don’t yet know what pretense is, but they already sense that some actions spark smiles while others draw frowns. Psychologist Donald Winnicott, who studied personality development, argued that children begin crafting a “false self” at an early age. This isn’t lying in the usual sense—it’s a way to align with the expectations of parents and society. Take three-year-old Masha, who hears her mother say, “Don’t cry, be a good girl.” She learns to swallow her tears, donning a mask of obedience. This mask makes her feel safe, earning her love and approval. Yet, in this early act, we see the beginning: a child learns to hide their true feelings for the sake of the outside world.

The first mask children wear is one of innocence. It emerges naturally because they don’t yet know how to manipulate or deceive consciously. Innocence is their way of engaging with a world that feels vast and unpredictable. Psychologist Jean Piaget, who studied cognitive development, noted that children under seven live in an “egocentric” world, where their perception of reality is shaped by their own experiences. The mask of innocence allows them to ask questions, make mistakes, and learn without fear of judgment. For instance, five-year-old Sasha, who scribbles on the walls with markers, might earnestly say, “I wanted to make it pretty!” His innocence is not just a lack of malice—it’s a mask that shields him from the harsh adult world.

But childhood isn’t only about innocence. It’s also about play, where masks become tools of creativity. Children love to pretend: today they’re pirates, tomorrow doctors, the day after superheroes. These playful masks are more than games. Psychologist Lev Vygotsky emphasized that play is a key mechanism of a child’s development. Through play, children learn the roles they’ll later inhabit in life. Take seven-year-old Anya, playing “house.” She dons the mask of a caring mother, mimicking her own mother’s tone, gestures, and phrases. This mask lets Anya experiment with responsibility, care, and authority—qualities she’ll encounter in adulthood. Play offers a safe space where she can be anyone without fear of consequences.

Yet, even in play, children begin to feel society’s pressures. Psychological research shows that by ages four or five, children become aware of social expectations. A 2018 study in the Journal of Child Development found that children start adjusting their behavior to fit gender stereotypes: boys avoid “girly” games to escape ridicule, while girls learn to be “sweet” to earn praise. These are the first masks imposed from outside. Six-year-old Dima, who wants to play with a doll but hears from peers that “it’s for girls,” may hide his desire behind the mask of a “real boy.” He learns that some parts of his personality are better kept hidden.

These early masks—obedience, innocence, play—serve a vital purpose. They help children adapt to a world that demands conformity. Psychologist Erik Erikson, who developed the theory of psychosocial development, argued that childhood shapes a fundamental trust or mistrust in the world. Masks help children build that trust. For example, when eight-year-old Liza pretends to be a “good student,” diligently completing her homework, she earns her teacher’s approval and feels secure. But there’s a flip side: masks teach children to suppress their true feelings. Liza may hide her fear of math to avoid disappointing her parents, and this suppression can become a habit.

The story of nine-year-old Artyom illustrates how masks can be both a salvation and a burden. Growing up in a family where his father is often absent and his mother battles depression, Artyom dons the mask of the “cheerful boy” to spare her pain. He cracks jokes, flashes smiles, and brings home good grades, even as loneliness gnaws at him inside. Psychologists call this “parentification”—when a child takes on adult roles to support their family. Artyom’s mask helps him cope, but it also stifles his ability to express his true emotions. Over time, he may forget what it feels like to simply be a child.

The masks of childhood also teach empathy. When children engage in role-playing games, they learn to see the world through others’ eyes. A 2020 study in Developmental Psychology found that children who frequently play “pretend” games develop a deeper understanding of others’ emotions. Take ten-year-old Katya, who plays “school” and takes on the role of a strict teacher. Through this mask, she learns not only to command but also to notice how her “students” react to her words. This mask teaches her to balance authority with care—a skill that will serve her in adulthood.

Yet even in childhood, masks can grow heavy. Children raised in strict families or facing schoolyard bullying often wear masks to shield themselves. A 2019 study in the Journal of Child Psychology revealed that children who experience bullying often hide their emotions behind masks of indifference or aggression. Eleven-year-old Igor, teased for his glasses, may pretend to be “tough” to dodge mockery. This mask protects him but forces him to bury his pain, sowing seeds of inner conflict.

Despite their apparent simplicity, children’s masks carry profound psychological weight. They are not just games or ways to please adults but mechanisms through which a child learns to understand themselves and the world. Shaped by family, school, and early social interactions, these masks leave echoes that may linger throughout life. As we continue this exploration, we’ll see how children use masks for protection, self-expression, and adaptation, and how these early roles shape their development.

Psychologist Albert Bandura, renowned for his theory of social learning, argued that children learn behavior by observing those around them. This process begins with imitation, which becomes one of their first masks. For example, five-year-old Sofia, seeing her older sister praised for neatness, starts mimicking her behavior, even if it feels foreign to her. She dons the mask of the “good girl” to earn the same love. Bandura’s research shows that children quickly learn: certain masks bring rewards—smiles, candies, approval. But this imitation can drown out their own desires. Sofia, for instance, may suppress her love for messy paint play to fit the “neat” image.

The masks of childhood are also tied to the formation of self-esteem. Psychologist Erik Erikson, in his theory of psychosocial development, identifies the stage of “initiative versus guilt” (ages 3–6), where children experiment with roles to feel competent. When their initiatives are supported, they build confidence; when suppressed, they develop guilt. For example, six-year-old Maxim, eager to be the “captain” in a game with friends, may face criticism: “You’re too young to lead.” To avoid shame, he dons a mask of modesty, hiding his desire to take charge. A 2017 study in Child Development confirms that children whose initiatives are stifled often adopt protective masks to evade judgment, which can undermine their confidence into adulthood.

Masks also help children manage emotions they’re not yet equipped to express. Psychologist Paul Ekman, a pioneer in studying emotions, noted that children learn early to “regulate” their feelings to fit social norms. Take seven-year-old Dasha, upset over a fight with a friend. She may wear a mask of indifference to avoid crying in class. This mask shields her from ridicule, but suppressing emotions can become a habit. A 2020 study in the Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders found that children who frequently hide their feelings are more prone to anxiety in adolescence. By concealing her pain, Dasha learns that vulnerability is weakness—a mask that may cling to her for years.

Play remains a vital space for masks. Through role-playing, children not only experiment but also learn to understand others. Psychologist Lev Vygotsky emphasized that play is a “zone of proximal development,” where children try on roles beyond their real-life reach. For instance, eight-year-old Oleg, playing “doctor,” dons the mask of a caring physician, prescribing “medicine” to his stuffed animal patients. This mask lets him feel the power and responsibility still out of reach in reality. A 2019 study in Developmental Psychology shows that such games foster empathy: children who play caregiving roles better grasp others’ emotions. Yet, even in play, masks can become traps if a child feels their “true self” is unwelcome.

Consider the story of Lena, a ten-year-old girl growing up in a family with high expectations. Her parents, both academics, expect her to be “brilliant” and “exemplary.” She wears the mask of the “perfect student,” always striving to top her class. But deep down, Lena dreams of dancing, not math. Psychologist Carl Rogers, who studied self-actualization, described such a gap between the “real self” and the “ideal self” as a source of inner conflict. By hiding her true passions, Lena risks growing estranged from herself. A 2018 study in the Journal of Child and Family Studies found that children whose parents impose rigid roles often suffer from low self-esteem, as their masks fail to reflect their authentic desires.

The masks of childhood are also shaped by peers. At school, children face the pressure to be accepted by their group. Psychologist Judith Rich Harris, in her book The Nurture Assumption, argued that peers influence children as much as, if not more than, parents. Take nine-year-old Kirill, who loves reading but hides his passion for books to avoid being labeled a “nerd” by classmates. He dons the mask of the “cool guy,” mimicking the popular kids. A 2021 study in Social Development found that children who conform to group norms often sacrifice their own interests for the sake of belonging. Kirill’s mask helps him feel part of the crowd, but it distances him from what truly brings him joy.

Cultural factors play a role too. In some societies, children are taught specific masks from an early age. In collectivist cultures like Japan, children learn to prioritize modesty and avoid conflict. A 2019 study in Cross-Cultural Research showed that Japanese children often wear masks of “harmony,” concealing their true feelings to preserve group unity. For example, ten-year-old Hiro, even when upset, will smile to maintain the classroom’s atmosphere. This contrasts with individualistic cultures, where children are encouraged to express themselves, leading to different masks, like that of the “confident leader.”

Though seemingly innocent, childhood masks lay the foundation for future roles. They teach us how to balance our desires with the world’s expectations. Yet they can also spark inner tension when a child feels their “true self” is unaccepted. Psychologist John Bowlby, known for his work on attachment, noted that children whose emotions are suppressed may grow up with insecurity in relationships. For instance, a child constantly told to “be strong” may grow accustomed to hiding fears, making intimacy with others difficult later in life.

As we dive deeper into the world of childhood masks, we see they are not just tools for adaptation but instruments through which children begin to grasp the complexity of human relationships. These masks—of innocence, obedience, play—help children navigate their social world, but they can also conceal their authentic feelings, sowing the seeds of early inner conflicts. In this section, we’ll explore how childhood masks shape emotional intelligence, how they relate to trauma, and how their influence may echo into the future, drawing on psychological research and real-life stories.

One key function of childhood masks is the development of emotional intelligence. Psychologist Daniel Goleman, author of Emotional Intelligence, argued that children learn to recognize and manage emotions through social interactions. Masks play a crucial role here, allowing children to experiment with expressing feelings. For example, seven-year-old Nastya, eager to make friends, may wear the mask of the “cheerful girl,” smiling and joking even when she’s sad. A 2020 study in the Journal of Social and Personal Relationships found that children who learn early to “regulate” their emotions through masks are better equipped to handle social situations. But this same mask can hinder Nastya from openly expressing her sadness, potentially leading to emotional suppression over time.

Masks also help children cope with their first traumas. Psychologist Bessel van der Kolk, a trauma researcher, noted that children facing hardships often use masks as a protective shield. Consider eight-year-old Vanya, whose family is navigating a divorce. To spare his mother’s feelings, he wears the mask of “everything’s fine,” pretending his parents’ arguments don’t faze him. This mask makes him feel stronger, but it also keeps him from seeking support. A 2019 study in Trauma, Violence, & Abuse shows that children who hide their emotions in stressful situations are more likely to face anxiety later in life. By concealing his fear, Vanya learns that vulnerability is dangerous—a habit that may linger.

School becomes another stage for masks. Here, children face pressure from peers and teachers, prompting them to
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